Travelling salesmen as agents of modernity in France (i8 th to 20 th centuries)
ABSTRACT:
This paper reviews the available evidence on the history of travelling salesmen in France and offers more general hypotheses about the role of this profession in the «Great Transformation». Based on literary evidence as well as diverse archival material, it examines the emergence of a profession of its own from the mid-i8 d ' century and its expansion and recognition as an emblem of modernity from the 1830s to the beginning of the 20 th century. It advocates a more systematic study of travelling salesmen and their position in the Industrial Revolution, the birth of large, integrated firms, the middle class and changes in the embeddedness of commercial transactions. As is often the case with Balzacian sentences, this one concisely expresses the most pertinent historical questions that can be asked about travelling salesmen. While the relationship between commerce and travel is arguably timeless, the travelling salesman is a very specific figure who only emerged during the Industrial Revolution: he was considered a novelty by contemporaries. This paper, based on preliminary work on the French case -exploratory results from a few systematic sources as well as a careful reading of the scattered literature on the topic -aims to provide a more precise definition of this affinity between travelling salesmen and modernity. Along the way, we will also be qualifying the accepted chronology of this occupation by putting more emphasis on its early stages, before the age of the railroads. There is not much historical research available to answer such questions, especially if one uses, as we will do here, a definition of the travelling salesman that is narrower ι «Le commis voyageur, personnage inconnu dans l'antiquité, n'est-il pas une des plus curieuses figures créées par les moeurs de l'époque actuelle ?» These words cover what we intend to study in this paper: people (at that time overwhelmingly men) whose main or only occupation was to travel in order to sell goods that they did not own (in contrast to merchants or peddlers) either to retailers or, mostly in the 20 th century, to consumers. They never enjoyed as much autonomy as commission merchants: they had orders to follow. They could be contractors or employees of their instructing party, or occupy a position in between. Andrew
Popp, in a pioneering investigation of the English case, succinctly sums up a similar definition, which is especially useful as it contrasts travelling salesmen with peddlers, who have been more often studied by historians:
«Peddlers, normally working solely on their own account, sold limited quantities and varieties of goods, normally from saddlebags, to largely private customers for cash.
Travellers, on the other hand, working for merchants and factors, sold by sample and pattern book, employed sophisticated instruments and systems of credit and over regular journeys developed sustained relationships with customers who were other businesses, normally wholesalers and retailers but also some manufacturers.» 2 If we follow this definition, there is only one country where travelling salesmen have found their historians, with book-length studies: the USA, thanks to Walter Friedman and Timothy Spears.
3 However, their history is different from the one we will tell, as it only properly began at the end of the 19 th century, after the Civil War. Before that time, there were peddlers, of course; but travelling salesmen, as defined in our paper, seem to have appeared in Western Europe one century before they did in the USA. As for Europe, some very interesting papers have already discussed aspects of the British (mostly), Italian and Swiss cases, but research remains extremely scattered and centred on the second age of the occupation, after 1870. 4 There is an even greater lack of research for France. The main textbook on this topic devoted a few pages to peddlers and travelling salesmen, identifying these as particularly modern occupations, but the text was more anecdotal than systematic. 9 More recently, shifting the spotlight to cultural history has benefited the topics of travel and merchant culture; the key works that examine these In addition, they were generally confined to the background of the main story and/ or used as ridiculous supporting characters. This secondary place in literature can be read as a testimony of the modernity of the figure: including it in the background adds a realistic touch to novels situated in the contemporary world, at a time when literature was very much connected with social investigation. 22 The travelling salesman was the 31 The last quotation is also interesting as it stresses the past modernity of travelling salesmen: in literature, they are clearly associated with the age of stagecoaches, not that of railways.
French travelling salesmen were mocked in literature in ways similar to their counterparts in other countries, with their vulgarity especially singled out for ridicule.
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They were also the object of a process similar to that investigated by Timothy Spears in the US, and by Andrew Popp and Michael French for Great Britain: they appeared as a very modern figure that had rapidly become a thing of the past. However, this appearance happened in 1830 to i860 in Europe, not in 1900 to 1930 as had been the case in the US. At that time, travelling salesmen were not mostly, as those studied by Spears, selling groceries, travelling in the country or using railways, but were more strongly associated with older changes in consumption and production. whether he is his employee. In his attempts to sell silk cloth to a wholesale merchant, he shows samples and a price list and tries to eloquently praise the merchandise.
This is the definition of the new profession in a nutshell, and it is actually set in one of the trades that pioneered its use in France: according to Françoise Bayard, even if there were commercial journeys previously, the occupation as such emerged among
Lyonese silk-makers in the 1760s to 1770s. These firms had full-time travelling salesmen, who were sometimes employees, as the name commis, generally used for employees of merchants, indicates, but were also sometimes associates of the firm. 41 We found a similarly early date for a practice already considered routine in only one other trade: that of Sedan woollen cloth. 42 Here, salesmen were also employed by those who directly gave production orders to workers, but this production was centralized in a factory, contrary to the decentralized Lyonese system of workshops. The admittedly huge
Sedan factory seems to have employed as many as 160 travelling salesmen in 1775, and this did not surprise the administrative officer sent to discuss its production. Serge Chassagne also cursorily mentions the fact that a printed cotton cloth factory in Angers, belonging to the Danton brothers, employed two full-time travelling salesmen in 1768. 43 After (parts of) the textile trade came wines -at least to our best current knowledge.
These two sectors were also the first to use travelling salesmen in Switzerland. 44 In the wine trade, travelling salesmen were sent by wholesale merchants who, depending on the regions, were themselves producers or had a distant relationship with them. Two authors who studied Burgundy and Champagne wines write that pioneering travels took place in the 1760s to 1780s and that the practice became routine at the end of the century, despite or because of the disturbance of traditional commercial routes by the European wars. 45 The novelty here seems to have been the systematic effort by wholesalers to find new markets, as opposed to their predecessors, who waited for representatives or orders from their clients.
Most of these case studies are based on private company archives. It is thanks to these invaluable sources that we can directly document the existence of travelling salesmen, see how it became routine, understand the range of their functions, their status, and the fact that it was or was not a full-time occupation. At the same time, the disadvantage of these sources is that it is generally difficult to know whether the practice was well-established in the rest of the trade: some of the firms that have been studied could be pioneers or exceptions. However, these limits notwithstanding, we believe that the available studies provide an interesting pattern that deserves further examination.
Textile goods and beverages -along with hardware and cheap books -are classic items for the «consumer revolution» thesis. Travelling salesmen as agents of modernity in France (i8 Ih to 20 th centuries) 145 the countryside has been well studied, as have changes in the urban landscape that made retailers more attractive and accessible to consumers. 46 Much, however, remains to be learned about the circulation of merchandise from producers and wholesalers to urban retailers, and travelling salesmen seem to have played a key role in this respect for products that were increasingly unlikely to be considered luxury goods in the second half of the 18 th century. In this context of expanding markets, wholesale merchants who were either also producers or closely controlled a decentralized production at first travelled by themselves, perhaps more frequently than in the previous centuries. 47 Apparently, at some point, they however chose to delegate this task to a specialist who increasingly focused on the search for new clients, debt collection, the search for new suppliers, the collection of information on the taste of existing clients and/or that of their orders.
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This change happened at a time when production (of Champagne wine, Sedan wool and Lyons silk) rapidly increased, although we do not know whether it was a cause or a consequence of changes in methods of selling; these products were sold in small batches to hundreds of different retailers. For Cholet handkerchiefs, the search for new continental markets was also related to the loss of colonial Atlantic markets. 49 In all our cases, these new markets were chiefly sought in the centre of Europe, from the Netherlands to Northern Italy, with only occasional forays into Spain, England or Russia.
Afterwards, in a period when changes in commercial routes during the European wars could have led merchants to return to the practice of travelling by themselves, a contrary development seems to have occurred and the use of specialized travelling salesmen became routine, even outside of these pioneering sectors. For some companies, this development only declined when they had established geographic clusters of customers, which allowed them to set up local subsidiaries or deal with commission merchants.
50 These cycles of opening and then stabilizing new markets took place in increasing numbers of firms and sectors, thus making the occupation more common after 1815 -and attracting the interest of writers. As has been noted in a pioneering paper by Andrew Popp, the first generation of travelling salesmen paved the way for followers who could use the various institutions -from inns to handbooks and more or less stand- ard contracts -that were tested or invented in this first age. 51 It would be interesting to assess with greater precision whether the birth of the travelling salesman was the consequence or the enabling condition of a change in production, namely the transition to production even without previous orders from specific clients, which would seem to imply a permanent need for new prospects. Investigating travelling salesmen thus allows us to better understand and specify the sequence of changes associated with the Industrial Revolution.
The expansion and institutionalization of an occupation: the long 19 th century
Our narrative of the expansion of the occupation, like that of its birth, fits well with recent revisions to the history of the Industrial Revolution. 52 It is more and more seen as a slow process of diffusion, e. g. of factories, new technologies, new forms of retailing, experiments in the subordination of workers, rather than a succession of discrete phases (e.g. the revolution of steam, then of railways, and then of the chemical industry). Accordingly, the flow of travelling salesmen from pioneering sectors, their transformation into either subordinated employees or independent contractors and their insertion in social hierarchies were slow and non-linear processes, with probably important differences between regions and countries that we are at present unable to clearly assess. We can, however, provide landmarks and specify questions for future comparative research about the number of travelling salesmen, their legal status and their social position.
The case study of Roquefort Société in the second half of the 19 th century is interesting because Sylvie Vabre has reconstructed maps that describe the geographical expansion of travels. She also documents various ways that salesmen kept contact with retailers, depending on the type of retailers and the enduring character of commercial relationships. 53 Here, there is an obvious connection between the increase in production, the number of salesmen (one in 1851, 146 in 1914) and the systematic character of their travels. However, it is still difficult to establish precise causal relationships. We lack comparisons between firms that could help to pinpoint the necessary or more contingent character of such evolutions.
We also lack global data of the type used by Walter Friedman for the USA or Roman Rossfeld for Switzerland 54 which would allow us to assess the total number of travelling salesmen in France. As is often the case, aggregate statistics shed little light on the occupation, and their categories are probably more helpful for our investigation than the numbers themselves. in Switzerland -although we can safely consider that these numbers are in the same range and that there was no lack of travelling salesmen in France. 56 We can, however, learn a few more precise things from the censuses.
First, non-specialized travelling salesmen were part of a wider category that also included commission merchants and brokers (courtiers): they seem to have been considered by the authors of the censuses as closer to these independent, wealthier categories than to employees. This choice was enduring: while many other things changed in the way censuses dealt with occupations, this group of categories did not from 1896 to What these numbers measure is the second age of the occupation, when it had become common in many trades and places, with railways, bicycles and ultimately cars having contributed to this development. The role of at least some of the travelling salesmen also changed during this process, as they could be sent to visit smaller and smaller retailers or even consumers. This development and diversification caused tensions inside the occupation, between those who considered themselves as employees, or wanted to be offered such a status more clearly, and those who saw a better future in independence from large firms. While travelling salesmen indeed clearly followed a process of professionalization from the end of the 19 th century, in France this process did not lead to a convergence towards one single status. On the contrary, the 20 th century saw a multiplication of positions, each designated by a different acronym, which covered the whole spectrum from closely controlled employees to independent professionals working for multiple firms. Even the acronym VRP (for voyageurs-représentants-placiers), which is common in contemporary French and has connotations similar to those of the I9 th -century commis voyageurs, was actually invented to cover three slighdy different statuses. 57 In the 19 th century, travelling salesmen were already very present in commercial courts and hence in legal publications due to conflicts with firms. These conflicts were made all the more complicated because no one was sure about the proper status associated with their function. Their contracts often were ambiguous, partly resembling those of employees, partly making them quasi-associates or external commercial partners. 58 Conflicts arose on payment as well as on rights generally associated with the subordination of salaried employees, and also on who held the rights to the prospects found by the salesman. In practical terms: could the salesman be obliged to pay a percentage on What is certain, though, is that France followed a special path as regards the status of travelling salesmen during the first half of the 20 th century. In many other countries, as the occupation was increasingly professionalized by the creation of collective organizations, special schools, etc., travelling salesmen tried to differentiate their position from close ones that were generally poorly considered, such as sedentary sales employees or peddlers, who were closely watched by the police at that time. 60 This was generally translated into a preference for an independent status, despite the protections that salaried employees were starting to enjoy. In France, the most independent segment of the occupation, the commercial agents, was the first to collectively organize in 1898, at the time when the first special schools opened their doors. However, travelling salesman did not become a profession like a lawyer or an architect, and most were not even con- The legal ambiguity of the occupation is strongly related to its social ambiguity. As outlined above, early on the occupation was considered by writers as the epitome of the new middle class: a petite bourgeoisie that considered itself as smart but lacked good taste, and whose only motivation was material. In this respect, it is all the more interesting that travelling salesmen were a sort of combination of employee and small entrepreneur.
Recent scholarship has insisted on the prevalence of trajectories crossing the border of independence, especially among migrants and/or in times of economic crises. We cannot yet give general answers to such questions, although the limited evidence we already have helps us to qualify stereotypes. 1926, and five per cent among sales representatives -for a total of around 3,000 women and a percentage seemingly higher than in the UK. 63 ing salesmen in France -and wider samples could easily be gathered in order to answer our questions more firmly. In a study of 15,000 marriage records in northern France, despite the high incidence of rural and proto-industrial villages, we still found more than 60 travelling salesmen, mostly at the end of the century. What is interesting about this data set, apart from the fact that many had ties in rural places, is the wide age spectrum, ranging from 20 to more than 60 years old, and their social status, as represented by the occupations of their kin or friends described in the record. 66 Fathers of travelling salesmen could be entrepreneurs as well as spinners, clerks of the tax administration as well as innkeepers. Witnesses at their marriage often had commercial or legal occupations, but we found a travelling salesman whose brother-in-law was a servant and whose wife was a day labourer, while another one was witness to the wedding of an architect and a music teacher. Similarly, Parisian notarial records from 1851 show sons of cultivators as well as physicians among the occupation. 67 What seems clear is that there has always been an elite of travelling salesmen that was considered as part of the bourgeoisie, ch to 20 th centuries) 1¡1
and not the petite bourgeoisie of clerks or shopkeepers. The Sedan wool representatives of the 18 th century studied by Gérard Gayot were already the best-paid employees; 68 one century later, official lists of elite merchants established by co-optation, which were generally closed to shopkeepers, included a handful of travelling salesmen.
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In addition to this wide social diversity inside the occupation, the very activity of travelling salesmen seems to have made the navigation between social groups easier.
Sociological studies of the end of the 20 th century tend to indicate that despite discussions among French statisticians about their classification in the group of employees or in «medium-level occupations» {professions intermédiaires, between employees and management), the daily experience of sales representatives was in fact closer to that of managers or independent professionals. 70 While the two latter groups are generally considered as being part of the higher classes, sales representatives are not, but share their experience in terms of autonomy and long working hours spent in non-manual, mostly relational tasks.
An under-investigated source of social history adds to this complexity by hinting at the wealth and taste of travelling salesmen in the late 19 th century. These inventories of property (scellés) were written by justices of the peace; they generally listed the goods owned by deceased people from the popular classes, who in fact had little or nothing to pass on to their heirs. However, Anaïs Albert, who is investigating popular consumption in this source, found five travelling salesmen in a small sample from a popular neighbourhood in Paris in 1895. 71 Three of them were married or divorced, hence not young bachelors; two of them died at 68 and 69 and were still described as travelling salesmen. 72 One of them had married a very wealthy woman and lived in a perfectly bourgeois apartment; however, his wife had filed for divorce. The others lived in smaller apartments, but all of them owned at least a few items that were uncommon among mere clerks and would have been considered as luxuries by workers. These items were not directly related to their representative task: most were intended to grace their apartments. All these elements were already present in the figure of Casimir, the hero of the 1838 play, who earned enough to own elegant and colourful clothes, but could not save enough capital to settle and marry. Firstly, the very existence of such a separate occupation, which as far as we know, appeared in some firms in the second half of the 18 th century, and its expansion during the whole 19 th century, could be considered as a new indicator of the Industrial Revolution, both in the broad and the narrow sense of the expression. In the broad sense of economic modernization, it should be stressed that travelling salesmen are not a mere consequence of the availability of new means of transportation. Although new technologies contributed to increase their numbers and to change their activity in the second half of the 19 th century, what created them in the first place was a new vision of how goods could be sold. In some cases, it was the view of producers who wanted to become more independent from wholesalers and to gain more direct control over their sales. Hence the idea that travelling salesmen could also be a symptom of the Industrial Revolution in the narrower sense of an increasing power of industry as opposed to commerce, or of producers as opposed to middlemen.
Secondly, this internalization of the sales function is part of the history of the large, integrated firm. The function of the travelling salesman appears as one of the first that was differentiated among employees of commercial and industrial firms, along that of the accountant, and long before that of, for instance, the foreman. 74 However, this did not automatically lead travelling salesmen to become salaried employees or independent professionals. Their history is also that of non-linear changes in choices of internalization; the rationality or contingency of such choices very much remains to be studied, which requires us to leave behind the overly simple ideal types of the integrated firm and the decentralized industrial district. While the status of travelling salesmen was increasingly legally defined in the 20 th century, this did not lead to one unified status but to a differentiation between degrees of autonomy.
Thirdly, travelling salesmen might be an exceptional, extreme, but therefore also revealing part of the middle class. Although their individual social mobility should not be overestimated without further information, they certainly had opportunities to interact with various social groups and especially to contribute to the development of tastes, first in the big towns and then in the countryside. Fourthly and finally, the very birth of the travelling salesman questions classic narratives about the growing anonymity of modern commercial transactions. 75 We have seen he concludes that «the sociability characteristic of economic exchange in the earlymodern period survived the spatial reordering witnessed under the process of industrialization». 77 As Walter Friedman has put it, the «visible handshake» of the travelling salesman, a human, highly interpersonal and even physical interaction, was one of the necessary conditions of the expansion of trade. This should lead us to more subtly discuss the embeddedness of commercial transaction, without equating the disappearance of a precise sort of tie with anonymity.
